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Redefining the Dimensions of Spirituality and Pilgrimage in
Religious Tourism: Iranian Pilgrimage Cities
Asghar Molaei
Faculty of Architecture & Urbanism, Tabriz Islamic Art University, Iran
a.molaei@tabriziau.ac.ir

Pilgrimage is one of the ways to acquire spirituality in the Shiite sect, and the shrines of the Imams
are places of pilgrimage full of spirituality. Spirituality in Islam is one of the mental states of human
beings, which has a high position in perfection from Shiite thought. Pilgrimage, as an Islamic
custom and ethical practice, through the pattern of pilgrimage in religious, devotional, and prayer
spaces can create spirituality for pilgrims. In line with the principles of praying and celebrating
the rituals of God, the holy shrines of the Ahl al-Bayt (AS) are important centres of interest in
Iranian cities that can develop with a view towards supporting pilgrimage. This article aims to
recognise the effect of holy shrines in pilgrimage city spirituality, using analytical research methods
and interdisciplinary research, logical reasoning, and documentary and library study methods.
Findings show that pilgrimage has religious, spiritual and psychological, cultural-social, spatialformal, and functional dimensions. In pilgrimage cities with holy shrines, with the development of
complementary layers of pilgrimage and the needs of the surrounding areas, a city with the holy
shrines at its centre is created. It is necessary to design mixed orders compatible with the Urban
complex and its spiritual atmosphere, along with respecting the citizenship rights of the residents
and owners of the surrounding area, as well as respecting the visual and elevation of the central
elements and the dominance of the religious buildings over other spaces and buildings. Sacred
shrines can tailor to the needs of different social groups, especially enthusiasts, pilgrims, families,
children, women, adolescents, youth, and the elderly.
Key Words: holy shrines, pilgrimage, spirituality, Islamic city, Iranian pilgrimage city

Introduction
With the advent of Islam, burial traditions underwent a
fundamental change (Helen Brand, 2008). The burial of
the Holy Prophet (PBUH) inside his house, which was
located next to the Prophet’s Mosque, had four walls
and a roof. At the time of the caliph Walid, the Prophet’s
(PBUH) burial place was rebuilt and decorated with a
specific building (Helen Brand, 2008). The first Islamic
tomb of the Holy Prophet (PBUH) and the beginning
of the construction of the Islamic tomb was at the time
of the burial of Harun al-Rasheed in Khorasan in 193
AH and later the burial of Imam Reza (AS) in 203 AH.
The existence of tombs such as the tomb of Amir Ismail
Samani taken from the four arches of Samani and the
dome of Qaboos according to the history of Yazdgerdi
along with the Islamic calendar in the inscription of
the building is influenced by pre-Islamic architecture
(Gharavi, 1997, 99-100). According to Helen Brand, the
first Islamic tomb, the Dome of the Cross, introduces the

tomb of the mother of the Abbasid Caliph Al-Muntasir
in Samarra, attributed to the second half of the second
century AH (Helen Brand, 2008, 254).
The tomb of the saints is one of the tombs of heaven.
That is, just as heaven is the place of genuine connection
to God and the health and security of the soul and the
fulfilment of desires, so are the sanctuaries of the saints,
and to this extent, they lead to the purification of the
soul and the healing of the heart. One who does not
understand and is not affected by the spiritual peace in
the shrine of Ahl al-Bayt should reconsider his behaviour
and pilgrimage. The Messenger of God, addressing the
Commander of the Faithful (PBUH), said:
O Aba al-Hassan, God will turn your grave
and the graves of your children into a tomb of
Paradise (Deilmi, 1997:383).
Sacred spaces are a place for religious events arising
from religious and traditional beliefs that have long been
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present in various aspects of the identity and lifestyle
of Shiite cities. The holy shrines and shrines of the
Imams have a high spiritual, social and cultural status
in the pillars of Iranian-Islamic cities. The entrance,
dome, minarets, and spectacular and meaningful scenes
of the shrines of the Imams, with great charm, invite
interested parties and clients to the Islamic identity and
lifestyle. Islamic lifestyle, with emphasis on patterns
derived from Shiite teachings, includes principles such
as observing what is lawful and unlawful, avoiding
excess and extravagance, contentment, balance and
balance in buying and consuming, modesty, and chastity
in behaviour, and so on. This is something that in the
present age, with the prevalence of Western culture
in the life of contemporary cities, seems to be an alien
identity and lifestyle. In such circumstances, the holy
shrines as a safe and spiritual refuge can be a platform for
strengthening Islamic identity and promoting the Islamic
way of life. Imamzadehs1 are a place to be inspired by
religious teachings and Islamic ethics. By attending these
sites, the pilgrim enjoys cultural, social, and educational
services in the form of sermons, mourning, celebrations
and rituals in order to adapt to that space and live their
lifestyle in harmony.
The construction of tombs has been one of the ways of
honouring religious elders. Lovers of religions and sects
also resort to tombs for their comfort and needs. The
crisis of spirituality in contemporary cities and cities’
adverse consequences on human life today has become
commonplace. In addition, the impact of religious
atmosphere and events on the spirituality of the city and
on individuals and social life is also apparent. There is
an undeniable necessity in the design, planning, and
development of urban and regional areas focused on
spiritual fields and the integration of contemporary life
with the mentioned fields. The design and development of
cities and regions with a contextualized approach requires
attention to historical, cultural, social, and environmental
contexts, which can be considered as fields of interest in
the direction of religious tourism and the promotion of
cultural and social identity and economic benefit.
The shrines of Imamzadegan have been mentioned as
one of the most important cultural, religious, and social
1 A shrine-tomb of the descendants of Imams, who are directly
related to Muhammad

centres in most cities and villages of Iran, which are the
centre of the deep connection between Shiites and Ahl alBayt (AS) for centuries. The presence of holy shrines in
all parts of Iran, as one of the essential religious contexts,
is a great platform and opportunity for Shiites for spiritual
growth and excellence derived from the love for the Ahl
al-Bayt (AS).
The pilgrimage cities of Iran with shrines of Imamzadegan,
at their centres are spiritual spaces which have multiple
dimensions in pilgrimage and spirituality. The purpose
of this study is to explore the basic dimensions of
pilgrimage, and strategies for promoting spirituality in
the pilgrimage cities of Iran. In this regard, the essential
research question is ‘what are the essential strategies to
strengthen spirituality in the shrines of Imamzadegan?’
Pilgrimage centres of Iranian cities, in different
dimensions of urban and urban planning, have many
problems. Among other things, most urban and regional
plans have not paid much attention to the position
of pilgrimage centres in urban development. Purely
physical, technical, and functional attitudes in the
construction of buildings and roads and facilities inside
and outside the city in the style of Western constructions
are among this main crises for spirituality. The research
problem is that pilgrimage cities with holy shrines at
their centre have finite capacities in cultural, social, and
spiritual functions that need a comprehensive model to
provide a social life founded on spirituality for pilgrim
tourists and enthusiasts. It is necessary to pay attention
to solving problems and meeting the needs of pilgrimage
spaces while paying attention to the surrounding context.

Dimensions of Religious Tourism in Iranian
Pilgrimage Cities
Throughout Iran, many shrines serve as mosque
substitutes (Helen Brand, 2010). The general style of
simple tomb architecture is a dome placed on a polygonal
stem. Such simple tomb buildings can be seen throughout
Muslim cemeteries from the desert and seashore, to the
Atlantic Ocean, to India (Burkhart, 2010). The tomb is
not just a burial place in a Shiite community, instead,
it is a place of honour. The tombs of the Shiite Imams
are located in the Shiite communities and their status
goes back to the commemoration of Shiite Imams and
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Table 1: Dimensions of Holy Shrine Pilgrimage

Belief

Spiritual

A holy place to be close to God and to connect the heart and soul of the pilgrim and the
believer to the Creator
A relaxing place, away from the hustle and bustle of worldly conflicts, a safe haven for the
afflicted and the helpless.
The destination of pilgrims and devotees to the Ahl al-Bayt (AS); A journey to gain spirituality
and worldly and otherworldly grace

Cultural

Representing Islamic and Shiite culture, a place for holding Islamic and Iranian rituals

Social

A place for people to gather, a place for social interactions, a centre for human education, a
place for vows and needs, etc.

Spatial body and urban
landscape

Significant and legible religious symbol; Knots and urban centres for opening inner knots

Functional component

Shrine of Imamzadegan as a place with different uses of worship, pilgrimage, education,
culture, social and political
Source: Author

hadiths that have been narrated in connection with the
importance of visiting the graves of Shiite Imams, quoted
by the Holy Prophet (PBUH) or quoted by Shiite Imams
(Sadjadi, 2013).
The tombs of some Imams are in the heart of mountains,
gardens, and springs. Pilgrimages to these sites are food
for the soul, they provide health for the body and bring
joy and hope. According to Ibn Balkhi, the tomb of
Imamzadeh Ahmad ibn Musa in Shiraz was located in a
garden, and streams flowed next to it (Ibn Balkhi, 1995).
In the same way, many Imamzadegans were buried in
gardens which are now a clean and pleasant environment.
Travel and pilgrimage are synonymous, and doing it,
especially when accompanied by religious motives, will
cause more enjoyment and benefit and be more effective
for the human soul and body. Pilgrimages increase
Islamic unity and cultural interactions between Muslim

countries and nations, reviving and protecting religious
rites and attracting other groups to the teachings of the
Ahl al-Bayt. Imamzadegan today are one of the centres
for the revival of Islamic civilization and the spread of
Shiite religious culture and religion (Faqih Imani, 1995).
In the Qur’an, God advises humans to travel to think
and reflect on the divine creation and to learn a lesson.
This is stated in Surah An’am, verse 11; Surah Ankabut,
verse 20; Surah Naml, verse 69; Surah Romans, verse
42; and Surah Saba. Verse 18 contains the advice of God
on the phrase ‘Qul al-Sirwa fi al-Ard,’ which emphasises
traveling with theological intention and learning a lesson.
Pilgrimage tourism (Figure 1) is one of the essential
tourism motivations in the world. This is one of the
most sustainable types of tourism. In addition to a
positive role in strengthening religion, this type of

Figure 1 - Dimensions of the impact of pilgrimage tourism on the city

(Source: Author)
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tourism also has a positive impact on the development
of the region (Zang Abadi & Bagheri Kashkouli,
2013). Sacred places are a turning point in attracting
tourists because of the possibility of achieving spiritual
satisfaction and discovering new places, traditions, and
customs (Cohen, 1992). The development of tourism
as a cultural-religious phenomenon creates opportunity
for cultural and social exchange between the tourist and
the host community (Papoli Yazdi & Saghaei 2011). In
pilgrimage tourism, benefits such as the presence of holy
shrines, religious ceremonies and rituals, accommodation
facilities, shopping opportunities, and tourist attractions
and achieving peace of mind make these places more
attractive.

Methodology
This research has utilised analytical research methods
and interdisciplinary research, in addition to logical
reasoning. Throughout the study, relevant texts and
documents were consulted, especially in determining the
theoretical model of the research, the method of content
analysis of texts and the method of reading documents.
Also, in explaining the relations between the dimensions
of research, which include holy shrines, pilgrimage cities,
spirituality, and pilgrimage tourism, the research method

of logical reasoning has been used. In this regard, the most
critical question of the paper is what are the strategies to
promote the status of holy shrines in the spirituality of
pilgrimage cities? According to the objectives, questions,
and research methods, the process of research is presented
in the form of a diagram in Figure 2.

Findings
Belief Dimension of Imamzadeghan shrine pilgrimage
Honouring the saints of God is the essential necessity and
philosophy of constructing holy shrines. God Almighty
has said in verse 32 of Surah Al-Hajj:
Whoever glorifies the divine rites, this is a sign
of piety of hearts.
Also, in verse 21 of Surah Al-Kahf, God says in the Holy
Qur’an in honour of the Companions of the Cave:
The rank of the saints is because the prophets
and imams have been and are the representatives
and authority of God on earth.
The construction of tombs became known as a symbol of
Shiite political and religious aspirations. It is no wonder,
then, that tombs attracted many gifts, including money,
property, furniture, and endowments, to secure their

Figure 2: Research Process
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Figure 3 - Manifestation of the Principle of Grace and Reverence in the Holy Shrines

future. It was with the symbols of tombs that the Shiites
could prove their legitimacy, pointing to the Paradise that
the pious person was waiting for (Helen Brand 2010).
The peak of these measures is observed in the Safavid
and Qajar eras. Because
the theological and religious basis of the
legitimacy of the Safavids in the acceptance of
the Twelver Shiites by the general public and the
role of the Safavids as guardians of this religion.
After the mosque, the tomb is the most important
building of the Islamic period seen in most cities
of Islamic Iran (Kiani, 2000:56)
The construction of mausoleums, especially for
Imamzadegan and Ulema dates from the fourth century
AH onwards happened simultaneously with the Abbasid
caliphs in the east and north of Iran (Ghrabar 1996).
These centres, by their impact on social and economic
activities, turned the region into a city of pilgrimage
(Soltan Zadeh 1994).
As figures 3 and 4 show, holy shrines as places related
to Shiite beliefs ha an important role in the lifestyle
of pilgrims and visitors Recourse to the Ahl al-Bayt
(AS), the shrines of the imams and other holy shrines
illustrate this role in the lifestyle of Shiites. This has
been manifested in practice in Iranian society and the

cities and villages of Iran for many generations. Shiites,
by visiting the holy shrines on different days, especially
religious and national occasions, display a sublime kind
of Islamic and Shiite lifestyle. There are a vast number
of events which focus on these sites: performing daily
prayers, individual and family pilgrimages, prayers,
supplications, vows, and appeals, holding marriage and
marriage ceremonies, condolence ceremonies, New Year
delivery ceremonies, Muharram and Safar mourning and
Fatimid days, religious festivals and celebrations (such
as mid-Sha’ban and resurrection And Ghadir, Qurban
and Fitr), religious-political ceremonies (Friday prayers),
helping the needy and asylum seekers, education and
research - these are among the examples of Islamic
lifestyle in these centres that manifest Islamic and Iranian
identity in Iranian cities.
In general, it can be said that in post-Islamic Iranian
cities, the Iranian and Islamic characteristics have merged
as religious centres and spaces are the most important
centres and part of the structural elements of cities in
many different dimensions. This is noticeable in different
cities and in different time and place conditions as urban
identity has cultural, social, physical, environmental,
visual, user and activity, and managerial dimensions.
Imams can also affect all of these dimensions (Molaei,
2019).
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Psychological Dimension of pilgrimage
William James repeatedly mentions the subconscious
mind and the sub-threshold areas of human personality.
James assumes an indefinite number of innate impulses
that take place in two realms and are common to all
human beings. Moreover, the desire to expose oneself
to the challenges of passion and self-sacrifice present
another level of the human psyche or another form of
consciousness.
Religion and religiosity is a truth that is always with
human beings and form the basis of their life. Religion
is one of the main pillars of the culture of any nation
that gives it social identity and cohesion and creates a
sense of solidarity in the people of the society. Religious
instruction and ritual are factors that can be used
effectively in the treatment and prevention of mental
disorders as well as to promote mental health. Religion
includes a set of beliefs and behaviours that provide
individuals with a particular way of behaving. Many
behavioural scientists and psychotherapists believe that
these beliefs and behaviours play a crucial role in the
prevention and treatment of physical and psychological
illnesses (Nealman & Persaud, 1995). In a study of 1,650
people, Wiltzo Creeder found that religious attitudes
were positively associated with mental health (Koening,
1992). Other studies have shown the effect of religious
interventions in reducing anxiety and stress tolerance
after recovery. For example, the results of two studies
showed that those who adhered to religious beliefs
reported less anxiety and distress than those who did not
adhere to religious beliefs (Ghobari Bonab, 1995).
Morris (1983) studied the effect of religious pilgrimage
on depression and anxiety in long-term follow-up with
124 patients and found that their symptoms decreased
significantly after a pilgrimage, and this reduction
continues for at least ten months after returning from a
pilgrimage. (Morris, 1982).

meanings can be related to the principles of religion or
its sub-principles or an interpretation of them. These are
sacred meanings that remain etched in the minds of every
Muslim Iranian. Holding these events frequently during
the day (congregational prayer), month, and year (days of
Ramadan, Muharram, Safar, etc.) and their repetition is
a factor in the double permanence of these meanings. In
addition, religious places act as a refuge and shelter for
the afflicted and those who seek religious elders to pray
and ask for needs or simply as a refuge and shelter for
travellers, the stranded, the needy, the poor and etc.
These factors can be reasons for the permanence of
religious spaces in people’s lives and public minds. There
are several examples in Islamic countries, especially
Iran, which show this fundamental importance: Aran
and Bidgol, the city of domes and spires for example, is
known because of the Imamzadeh of Hilal Ibn Ali (AS).
Sacred spaces are often in people’s consciousness as
important symbolic elements of life.
The results of most studies and research about pilgrimage
and its effects on people show calmness, optimism, hope,
reduction of anxiety, apprehension and inner turmoil, and
avoidance of violence. Appealing to the family of Ahl alBayt (AS) and asking for healing, making vows, praying,
and visiting their graves are concrete examples of this
spiritual connection between pilgrims and holy places.
Visiting religious spaces, especially shrines, reminds
people of death and reminds them to be balanced and
avoid mere secularism. Presence in a spiritual space and
developing a spiritual connection with the space, while
creating a memory, transforms the spirits of pilgrims and
builds hope in them while joining the path to a desirable
future.
Sheikh Al-Ra’s Bu’ali Sina, in his book Rasa’il, in
response to a question from Abu Sa’id Abu al-Khair,
writes about prayer and pilgrimage:

Holding rituals, activities, sacred events such as worship,
collective and individual worship, Haniyeh and mourning,
political worship ceremonies, Friday prayers, marriage
ceremonies, funerals, etc. in religious spaces while
connecting the spiritual spirit of the people to these places,
evokes specific meanings in the minds of citizens. These
149

Those deceived people are undoubtedly
influential in this world due to their similarity
and compatibility with the minds of the
dissenters and their proximity and opposition
to them, such as their celestial influence on
the subconscious. Furthermore, the effects that
come from the forgers for the pilgrims are of two
kinds: either physical or spiritual, which is an
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Figure 4: The Manifestation of the Principle of Friendliness and Kindness in the Holy Shrines

instrument for the narrator’s soul. This help is
obtained in the best way, especially if it is added
to the strength of the pilgrim’s narrator’s soul,
that is, to a degree of similarity and proportion
between the pilgrim and the forger (Ibn Sina
1942).
Spiritual perceptions are based on belief in a fixed reality
that exists in every human being and leads us to a place
that goes beyond unstable perceptions. We can observe
the true components of the world, the fixed reality of the
world of creation (Tabatabaei, 1998).
In Shiite culture, pilgrimage has been studied as an
institution; That is, pilgrimage is a set of knowledge and
implicit instructions that regulate the pilgrim’s thoughts
and actions in social life in the direction of a sublime
goal. Unfortunately, the capacities of this institution, like
most of institutions that are considered the achievements
of Islamic Iranian civilisation, have been neglected. In
the general view of Shiites, pilgrimage is a homage to

the tomb of infallible leaders; The pilgrimage of Ashura
is recited for blessing, and pilgrims perform Tawaf
around the holy tomb of Imam Reza for the healing of
physical diseases and the forgiveness of sins, and thus
a fundamental distortion has arisen in the dynamic and
valuable institution of pilgrimage (Ghiasi 2008).
Pilgrimage causes a wave of belief, social and cultural
values, and beliefs to dominate travellers. The religious
values that are displayed during pilgrimage, the religious
norms that people are required to adhere to during the
pilgrimage, the religious culture that they learn, all
profoundly affect how people understand themselves and
others. People think about the renewal of their identity
and personality and try to re-polish their existence and
belief under the burden of this journey. It is here that the
pilgrimage makes tourists feel committed to the covenant
they make and feel responsible for themselves and others;
In fact, pilgrim tourists try to stay as faithful to the rituals
and customs as possible (Maaven & Movahed 2019).
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Table 2: Classification of Shrine Cities
Types

Attributes

Shrine of Imam or
Imams

Tomb of Imam Masoom (AS) or
Imamzadegan inside or outside the village,
with genealogy, pilgrimage and endowments
and specified customs and traditions of
pilgrimage and influencing the identity of the
city and neighbourhoods around the tomb

Walking City

Tomb of the
Prophets

Examples in Iran

Ghadmagah attributed to Imam Masoom
(AS) which is usually found in trips such as
the migration of Imam Reza (AS) to Iran and
his stopping in a village or city. Belief in the
Imam's heart creates a spiritual connection
for pilgrims

Shrine of Imam Reza (AS) in the holy city of
Mashhad

Imam Reza (AS) footpath in Neishabour

These tombs belong to the tombs of the
prophets, which have been built in Muslim
countries such as Iran, Iraq and Syria in
different shapes and sizes.
Tomb of the prophet Daniel in Susa

Tombs of the
companions and
martyrs of the
beginning of Islam

These tombs are not attributed to the Imam
or Imamzadeh, but belong to prominent
people who worked hard to spread the
religion of Islam or were martyred in the
early Islamic wars.
Tomb of Salman Farsi

Tombs of political
and religious
leaders

Political and religious leaders, seminary
elders, and ethics professors who have
worked to spread religion and religious
teachings have a prominent tomb that serves
as a shrine for patrons.
Tomb of Imam Khomeini

Tomb of
contemporary
martyrs

The tombs of the individuals who were
martyred in war with the enemies like
the martyrs of the imposed war (such as
the tombs of anonymous martyrs in some
Iranian cities and universities)
Tomb of Martyr Chamran in Dehlawieh

Tomb of Shiite
mystics

These tombs are usually dedicated to great
and famous mystics who, due to their virtues
and good morals, become the place of
pilgrimage after their death.
Tomb of Hafez Shirazi;
Tomb of Sheikh Rajabali Khayyat
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Every kind of action performed in religious rites
is considered for the ultimate goal, which takes
various forms. Examples of rituals carried out at the
Imami Shiites shrines include, pilgrimage, recourse,
intercession, consolation, prayer, congregation, waqf,
vows, spiritual retreat, sacrifice, alms, celebrations and
rituals of mourning and ritual performances such as
curtain reading and tazieh.
In most cases these rituals are held collectively. These
are collective actions that John McCurry descrives as the
‘celebration of collective consciousness.’ By creating
equal conditions for all participants, religious practices
instil in them a spirit of cooperation and social work,
separating the individual from worldly situations such as
gender, race, and class differences, and homogeneity and
equality creates a sense of spiritual engagement between
them (Bagheri & Dardashti, 2012:140).
Throughout history, especially the history of Islam,
significant tombs have been built for many persons.
These sites can be sorted and classified (Table 2). These
tombs were built and decorated especially by Shiites
in honour of an official or holy person, and as a belief
from the heart. Over time they have become a place of
visitation for pilgrims and curious visitors. Shrines can
be classified in terms of personality and the religious and
social status of the buried person.
From this perspective, different types of shrines of
interest to Shiites can be identified:
a) The shrine of the Imam or Imamzadegan
b) The shrine connected with trips or migrations of
Imams or important leaders of Islam.
c) The tomb of the prophets such as the tomb of the
Prophet Daniel (AS) in Susa
d) Tomb of the martyrs of the early Islamic wars such as
the tomb of Muslim children
e) The tombs of elders and political and religious leaders
such as Tomb of Imam Khomeini (AS)
g) Tomb of contemporary martyrs of Muslim wars with
their enemies such as the tomb of Martyr Chamran
in Dehlawieh.
g) Tomb of Shiite mystics such as the tomb of Sheikh
Rajabali Khayyat

Cultural and Social Dimension of Pilgrimage and
Pilgrimage Cities
The religion of Islam places great emphasis on the social
dimensions of worship such as Hajj, congregational
prayer, attending gatherings, etc. It is evident that there
are many benefits to these gatherings. When we analyse
this, we see that in pilgrimage, there are many benefits,
effects, and blessings. One task for a Muslim to realize the
value of Islamic society. When one lives with believers
in Islamic society for a while, they become confident in
the Islamic society. Also, non-believers and Muslims, by
observing these communities, stop doing wrong deeds
for at least a while. Experts in criminal matters declare
that in days such as Ramadan, the cases of wrongdoing
are minimised. The benefits numerous. For example,
political benefits are apparent such as unity and empathy.
This unity and empathy is a powerful force when faced
with external challenges or conflicts.
Hindu Ashura houses are among the religious places
that have brought unity, empathy, and harmony between
Muslims and Hindu. The extensive and long-term
participation of the Indian population in Muharram
rituals has led to their coexistence with Muslims and
Shiites, and this coexistence has gradually provided the
ground for the convergence and manifestation of the
cultural fusion of the two groups (Muslims and Hindus).
The cultural integration of Muslims and Hindus began
with customs and rituals related to Muharram, but it was
not limited to this and caused a mixed culture that has
overshadowed all aspects of the social and religious life
of people (Masoumi, 2012).
Imamzadehs, as religious, cultural and social centres, play
an essential role in the identity of Iranian cities. In other
words, the most critical area of influence of Imamzadehs
in Shiite communities is in the cultural and social spheres.
In other words, the evolution of Imamzadehs into Iranian
cities and villages has deepened and expanded the Shiite
sect and its meanings over time and place. So the shrines
of most Imamzadehs were built and developed with the
participation of the people. By taking refuge in these
places and attending and performing acts of worship and
pilgrimage, people declare their devotion to the Imams
and their children. These spaces, while being central
to the solidifying of Iranian cities, are the bedrock of
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Case Study 1: The Shrine of Imamzadeh Ali Ibn Mohammad Baqir (AS) in Mashhad Ardehal Kashan

An interesting example of a Pilgrimage City is Mashhad
Ardehal where an important religious tradition has
been held for many years. The ritual is a carpetwashing ceremony that is performed in mourning for
the martyrdom of Imam Ali, son of Sultan Ali Ibn Baqir
(AS). this ritual is performed on the closest Friday to
the 17th of October every year, or on the second Friday
of October every year. The martyrdom of Imamzadeh
Sultan Ali Ibn Imam Mohammad Baqir (AS) occurred
on the 27th of Jamadi-al-Thani in the year 116 AH
The Fins (city in Iran), were engaged in a war that
they disbelieved in. After the death of their Imam, they
wrapped his prostration rug around his body and carried
him away from the conflict on their shoulders. They

placed ‘Hossein Hosseingoyan’ next to the narrow
stream of Rasaf where the Fins fought the infidels .
Some of them turned around to protect the corpse and
scattered the enemies so that their colleagues could
wash the blood-soaked carpet in the water of the creek.
From that year onwards, on the second Friday of
October, the Fins waved their sticks in the air chanting
‘Hossein Hosseingoyan’ in memory of the events
related to the martyrdom, the war, and their escape and the resultant celebration was closely related to the
manner of burying his body and the creek located in
the courtyard of Imamzadeh Hussein (AS) where they
wash the rug.
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events and the cultural-social life of citizens on special
occasions and days. Imamzadehs, as safe, famous, and
stable shrines, are tied to the history of cities and have
played a key directional role in urban developments.

Speeches of officials etc.; Revival of the Night of
Power; Muharram and Safar mourning; Spiritual
retreat; Training programs and training courses for
mobilisation and etc.

These centres, as a structural elements in the identity of
the city, also affect the identity of the surrounding cities
and play a role as a socio-cultural hub and location for
religious tourism. In general, shrines have a unifying
role in the cultural, social, and physical structure. In
the cultural and social dimensions, the attraction of
individuals and groups of society to a single space and
the induction of religious and spiritual sentiments is a
stable cultural symbol and an irreplaceable platform
for displaying social identity. This contributes to the
cultural and social stability of cities and strengthens
the psychological, social, and cultural security of the
community. In general, the position of Imamzadehs in
terms of the cultural and social identity of Iranian cities
can be seen as follows:

• In most Iranian cities, Imamzadehs are considered
as a centre and destination for religious travel
and tourism in the city and from other cities and
villages. For example, the cities of Qom, Mashhad
Dahl Kashan, Aranobidgol, Shiraz (Imamzadeh
Shahcheragh) and Qazvin are examples of religious
tourism destinations in Iran.

• In the Shiite religion, the Imamzadeh complex is a
space for pilgrimage, prayer, and worship, as well
as recourse to religious elders. In the contemporary
period and the cities of the present age, due to the
spiritual crisis and the very high diversity of worldly
pursuits; such spaces can serve as a spiritual refuge
and reinforcement of religious beliefs.
• Imamzadehs in Iranian cities act as a space to strengthen
the peace of human beings and, as a result, the peace
of the city and society. This can be observed after
entering and leaving the Imamzadeh - when visitors
/ pilgrims express feelings of spiritual purification
and feelings of peace.
• Imamzadehs in Iranian cities - along with mosques
and Husseiniyahs - are considered as centres for
providing relief and organizing and helping the
needy in times of crisis and disaster. Used in days of
war, earthquakes, floods, extreme cold, and frost, as
well as organising specific supports when needed. .
• Imamzadehs in Iranian cities are the venue for various
programs on various political, cultural, and social
occasions: holding elections and polling stations;

Waqf (charitable donations) is one of the very positive
traditions in Islam and the Shiite sect. The elders of
Islam and the Ahl al-Bayt placed great emphasis on
the development of waqf culture and were themselves
pioneers in this field. This is one of the critical intellectual
and cultural elements in the history of Islam and has
many effects and blessings in worldly life and eternal
happiness. The issue of the endowment has a lot to do
with the historical, social, and civil life of the Imams.
A related belief by religious pilgrims is that devoting
oneself to performing one’s divine duty is a means of
benefiting from God’s mercy and grace and saving a
person in the Hereafter. The Islamic teachings and the
practical life of the Ahl al-Bayt, and the spread of this
tradition among the elders and members of society was
a ground-breaking developments for many communities
(Qomi, 2011).
To take care of the buildings which pilgrims seek to visit
and to ensure their development, waqf facilitated the
necessary measures to preserve and expand the sanctity
of the Imams. In this tradition, Shiite scholars and
politicians, and governments have played a significant
role. The tradition of endowment has played an important
role in developing the grandeur of the Imamzadegan,
and supporting the unique features of Islamic art and
architecture that have been recorded and exhibited in
such shrines. The manifestation of Islamic art with a
motivation to direct the faithful towards a nearness to
God (especially under Shiite governments such as the
Buyids and Safavids), flourished and thus, the holy
shrines and shrines of the Imams were repaired and
developed (Saeidian Jazi, 2013). The attention of Safavid
kings to the tombs of Sadat and Imamzadegan, especially
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Figure 5: Components of Cultural and Social Identity of Imamzadehs

the shrine of Imam Reza (AS) and the shrine of Imam
Masoumeh (AS), is an example of the influence of Shiite
governments on the development of holy shrines.

centre in the city of Mashhad and the shrine of the Imams
in the cities of Qom, Shiraz, and many other cities and
villages in Iran is obvious.

During the Qajar period, attention to the development
of the shrine of Imamzadegan, especially the shrine of
Imam Reza (AS) and the shrine of Imam Masoumeh
(AS), continued. By this time, the shrine of Imam Reza
(AS) was expanded, scenes were built next to it, and
many decorations were added (Qazvini, 1994). Similarly,
during the Fatimid period in Egypt, the tombs of Sadat
and Imamzadegan were developed and restored, and
many buildings were constructed (Ibn Uthman, 1995).

Many of these centres were located in more peripheral
areas in the past, but with the great importance placed
on them by Shiites, development has occurred with a
focus on these centres. The identity of settlements can
be studied based on the shrines - which are the beating
heart of cities and villages. These shrines, continue their
sustainable life through the ritual of pilgrimage; on
special occasions they become the centre of religious
rituals and traditions, especially celebrations, feasts,
and mourning. In their physical dimension, shrines are
located in vital structural points of cities and villages. In
this regard, the connection of Imamzadeh spaces with the
components and elements around them, especially the
network of passages and primary and secondary routes,
mosques, markets, and surrounding neighbourhoods, is
of considerable importance in the urban design of these
settlements. In most cities, the development of the city
has been carried out with a focus on Imamzadehs. For
example, in the development of Qom, Aran, and Bidgol
cities, Imamzadehs have played a key role.

As Figure 5 shows, the cultural and social dimension of
the holy shrines have significant roles and importance in
the lives of Shiites.
Spatial, Formal, and Landscape Dimension of
Pilgrimage Shrines
Sacred spaces are both physically central to their context
and dominate their context in terms of scale and form.
The position of religious sites in unique places such as
city centres and neighbourhoods and their structural role
in the solidification of cities and neighbourhoods is a
fundamental reason for this. Sometimes the sidewalks of
urban centres and neighbourhoods are intertwined with
religious spaces, such as the texture of the Yazd Grand
Mosque or the old built fabric in the centre the Nain
neighbourhood. The importance of religious centres and
the attention of people and governments in the postIslamic period has led to the development of cities with
centres formed of religious spaces. The development of
urban fabric with the shrine of Imam Reza (AS) at its

The position of Imamzadehs in terms of the physical
identity of Iranian cities are important. In the structure
of Iranian-Islamic cities, which have a clear, strong,
and linear-point-of-network skeleton, Imamzadehs are
considered as one of the essential and structural centres
of the city. These complexes, are the beating heart of the
city, and have created many branches. For example, the
structure of the cities of Aran and Bidgol, Qom, Mashhad
Dahl, Kashan, Shahre-e-rey are clear examples of this
type of structure.
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Case Study 2: Shrine of Imamzadeh Seyyed Ibrahim (AS) in Zanjan (Author)

The town of Zanjan in northern Iran houses the shrine
of Imamzadeh Seyyed Ibrahim This city has many
valuable historical-cultural elements such as the
historical bazaar, Sabzeh Maidan, Grand Mosque,
historical houses (such as Zolfaghari house), laundry
museum, Hosseinieh Azam. In recent years the Sabzeh
Maidan sidewalk has been constructed between Sabzeh
Maidan and Enghelab Square, which can be continued
by developing the sidewalk network and connecting
cultural and tourist attractions. The network can
connect the Zolfaghari Museum, Laundry Museum,
Railway Station, Mesgaran Pass and Imamzadeh Shrine
of Seyyed Ibrahim (AS), the historical bazaar and
Enghelab Square, and thus, develop tourism networks

and tourism infrastructure, thereby providing facilities
for cultural and ritual activities.
One of these rituals is the mourning ritual of the
Great Husseiniyya, which fills all the paths leading
to the centrally located shrine of Imamzadeh Seyedeh
Ibrahim and the Great Husseiniyya and Imam
Khomeini Street and the paths leading to it. The Great
Husseiniyya, as the second altar of the Islamic world
after Mecca, needs spatial-physical infrastructure and
tourism services, one of which is the development of
the sidewalk network and related supplies.
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the Imamzadeh shrine and will be prevented from
entering the central space of the pilgrimage directly.

As highlighted in Figure 6, the spatial and physical
dimension of holy shrines are significant variables and
manifestations in the lives of Shiites. As an example, the
general plan of Imamzadehs, following Iranian-Islamic
architecture, regular geometry has been used in the
design of mass-space.
• Iranian-Islamic architectural patterns are visible
in the design of most shrines such as the central
courtyard, porch, domes and minarets, hierarchy of
entry into the central spaces, winter and summer
naves, columns, etc.
• The hierarchy of entering the Imamzadeh is based on
the ritual of entering and observing etiquette and
respect. Such a hierarchy consists of the front, the
threshold, the entrance, the porch, the courtyard, the
dome, and the space around the shrine. With such a
plan, the pilgrim will get the necessary preparation
in the process of entering the pilgrimage spaces of

• Physical and spatial unity: an Imamzadeh complex,
with its numerous branches in the form of paths,
nodes, and various entrance spaces, establishes
a solid and inseparable connection with its
background and context. This connection, which is
called physical and spatial unity, achieves totality
and unity in the Islamic city.
The Imamzadeh collection has essential and distinctive
features in the visual identity of the city. The domes,
minarets, and entrances of the shrines create a beautiful
skyline and a memorable urban landscape in the respective
cities by being located in the lines of view of passers-by
and residents and forming strategic vision axes (Figure
7). In general, the position of Imamzadehs in terms of the
physical identity of Iranian cities can be said to:

Figure 6: Components of physical identity of holy shrines and religious spaces

Figure 7: Variety of forms, colours, spaces, beauty and variety in the sky line of the shrine of Abdul Azim Hassani
(AS); Shahre- e- rey (Author)
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Figure 8: Components of visual identity (visual view) of holy shrines and religious spaces

Case Study 3: Historical and Cultural of the Holy shrine of Imam Reza (AS) in Mashhad city (Author)
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Case Study 4: Urban Context of the Holy Shrine of Imamzadeh Hilal ibn Ali (AS) in Aran & Bidghol city (Author)

• Offer unique forms and colours of the Imamzadeh
collection, which act as vital signs and symbols in
recognising, orienting, and providing legibility of
spaces and places. Signs such as domes, minarets,
entrances, arches, openings, roofs, ponds, etc.,
which show themselves from a distance, act as
signs on the scale of the city and urban parts.

• Help to form a beautiful, original, and memorable
skyline; As the dome, minarets, and entrance of the
complex are considered as turning points of this
skyline.
• Present distinctive, beautiful, and pleasant colours
used in the body of Imamzadeh. This induces a
unique feeling of calm and pleasure in human
beings. Blue, gold, green and cream colours in the
bodies, domes, and minarets are notable examples.

• Offer opportunities for uses and activities that take
place at different times. These are varied, unique
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Functional Dimension of Imamzadegan shrine

and dynamic in shape, colour, scale and size,
mood, etc. For example, in the ritual of personal
and collective pilgrimage, mourning, individual
and group prayers, different groups are performing
activities or interacting. In different rituals,
black and green flags, pennants, votive offerings,
luminous and coloured decorations etc., form part
of the dynamic visual identity of Imamzadeh.
• Present a harmony and variety in materials (tiling,
plastering, mirror work, brickwork, stonework);
Harmony in decorations and colours; Harmony and
diversity among pilgrims.
The holy shrine of Imam Reza (AS) is one of the most
important pilgrimage centres, and the tomb of Imam Reza
(AS) (the eighth Imam of Shiites) has a very diverse and
beautiful pilgrimage and spiritual spaces (see Case Study
3). The courtyards and naves are relaxing spaces and
places for pilgrims to attend and pray around the clock
and hold prayers and religious ceremonies (some of these
spiritual pilgrimage spaces can be seen in the map below
Case study above).

Imamzadeh Complex is an excellent opportunity to
deepen the Islamic way of life. Sites such as this create
and expand their spiritual spaces in connection with
urban life and other urban uses. Uses such as Dar alQuran, kindergarten, marriage hall, clinic (Dar al-Shifa),
Basij base, library, seminary, Dar al-Ziyafa, and the
administration of a fund for helping the needy, which is
blessed in the name of Imamzadegan, can all be found
at the Shrine. Uses such as this are appropriate for a
spiritual centre and thereby the position of Imamzadehs
helps to deepen the Islamic way of life in terms of uses
and activities of Iranian cities:

The holy shrine of Imamzadeh Hilal ibn Ali (AS) is one
of the hundreds of holy shrines in Iranian cities (see Case
Study 4). This place is the tomb of Imamzadeh Hilal ibn
Ali (AS), a destination for many pilgrims from all over
the country every day. This tomb, having pilgrimage
spaces, has had a significant impact on the spirituality,
culture, and landscape of Aran and Bidgol.

• Paying attention to the spirituality of urban
functions by blessing the uses of holy shrines and
creating sacred spaces in religious centres;
• Mixing the uses and considering the
complementary urban uses with a focus on basic
needs and helping the needy such as Dar al-Shifa,
Qarzat al-Hasna fund, library, educational centres,
etc.
• Paying attention to the possibility of use by
all interested groups, especially groups with
disabilities etc.
• Public participation in the administration of
Imamzadeh affairs, children, adolescents, youth,
specialists, etc.
• Flexibility in establishing various uses and
activities at different times, under different
conditions etc.

Figure 9: User-activity components of Iranian-Islamic cities that are affected by shrines
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